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Objectives

The case of Elizabeth Bouvia affords an opportunity 
to consider the complexity of ethical case analysis.  
Using this case as text, we will explore:

 The historical context of the case;

 Social constructs of suffering;

 Varied definitions of ‘justice’;

 The critical role for narrative analysis in 
ethical deliberation;

 The power of perspective in shaping our 
ethical judgments.



“Every way of seeing is also a 
way of not seeing.”

-- Kenneth Burke

“Every style is a means of insisting 
on something.”

-- Susan Sontag

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The Rashomon effect is the effect of the subjectivity of perception on recollection, by which observers of an event are able to produce substantially different but equally plausible accounts of it. A useful demonstration of this principle in scientific understanding can be found in an article by that name authored by Karl G. Heider.[1]

It is named for Akira Kurosawa's film Rashomon, in which a crime witnessed by four individuals is described in four mutually contradictory ways. The film is based on two short stories by Ryūnosuke Akutagawa, "Rashōmon" (for the setting) and "Yabu no naka", otherwise known as "In a Grove" (for the story line).
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1981 – Whose Life Is It Anyway? 
1982 – Baby Doe (Down’s esophageal atresia – no surgery)
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Stories of moral 
dilemmas, like all 

narratives, are 
constructed from a 

specific point of view, 
which persuades us to 

see the events in a 
particular manner…  

Ethical analysis ought 
to concentrate as much 
on how one sees moral 

dilemmas as on 
deciding how one 

should act in response 
to them. 



“Every way of seeing is also a 
way of not seeing.”

-- Kenneth Burke

“Every style is a means of insisting 
on something.”

-- Susan Sontag

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The Rashomon effect is the effect of the subjectivity of perception on recollection, by which observers of an event are able to produce substantially different but equally plausible accounts of it. A useful demonstration of this principle in scientific understanding can be found in an article by that name authored by Karl G. Heider.[1]

It is named for Akira Kurosawa's film Rashomon, in which a crime witnessed by four individuals is described in four mutually contradictory ways. The film is based on two short stories by Ryūnosuke Akutagawa, "Rashōmon" (for the setting) and "Yabu no naka", otherwise known as "In a Grove" (for the story line).

The film depicts the rape of a woman and the murder of her samurai husband through the widely differing accounts of four witnesses, including the bandit/rapist, the wife, the dead man (speaking through a medium), and lastly the narrator, the one witness that seems the most objective and least biased. The stories are mutually contradictory and not even the final version can be seen as unmotivated by factors of ego and face. Even the actors kept approaching Kurosawa wanting to know the truth, which he claimed was not the point of the film as he intended it to be an exploration of multiple realities rather than an exposition of a particular truth. Later film and TV uses of the "Rashomon effect" focus on revealing "the truth" in a now conventional technique that presents the final version of a story as the truth, an approach which only matches Kurosawa's film on the surface. This lack of a Truth is precisely what gives the film its power.

The story unfolds in flashback as the four characters—the bandit Tajōmaru (Toshirō Mifune), the samurai's wife (Machiko Kyō), the murdered samurai (Masayuki Mori), and the nameless woodcutter (Takashi Shimura)—recount the events of one afternoon in a grove. The first three versions are told by the priest (Minoru Chiaki), who was present at the trial as a witness, having bumped into the couple on the road just prior to the events. Each of these versions has a response of "lies" from the woodcutter. The final version comes direct from the woodcutter, as the only witness (but he did not admit this to the court), but by then he is no longer a reliable witness. All versions are told to a ribald commoner (Kichijiro Ueda) as they wait out a rainstorm in the ruined gate at the city limits of Kyoto, a ruin identified by a sign as Rashōmon.
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